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Recently while re-reading Jesus’ encounter
with Nicodemus, I was newly impressed
with the necessity Jesus placed on being
born of the Spirit. He discussed the contrast
between being born of the Spirit and being
born of the flesh. We are all born of the
flesh. This is our natural condition. By our
inherent nature, we (1) tend to justify
ourselves and evade our true condition (this
was Nicodemus’ problem), while (2) we
view God with fear and mistrust. Jesus
explained that in this natural state it is
impossible to even perceive God and His
kingdom. He said that man needs to be
born from above, born again, of water and
the Spirit.

Note that Jesus was referring to the then-
contemporary dynamic duo—His ministry
(being born of the Spirit) and John the
Baptist’s (being born of water). Both were
necessary for entering into the kingdom He
had come to establish. John’s ministry
centered around a change in the first aspect
of man’s natural condition—how we view
ourselves. This ministry confessed that we
are not inherently good, but that we are
exceedingly sinful and therefore in great
need. Jesus’ ministry centered largely
around change in the second aspect of man’s
natural condition—how we view God. He

sought to teach by His own worthy example
that God is not someone we should fear or
be leery of trusting. God is good. God is
love. He loves you. 

The transformation Jesus described to
Nicodemus in John 3 is a switch from
seeing ourselves as virtuous and God as
malevolent, into the truth that God is good
and we are the ones devoid of goodness.  Jesus
went on to explain how this miraculous
transformation would take place: it would
not occur simply through telling people
how corrupt they are, but rather through
the revelation of how good God is! With
our eyes riveted on Jesus uplifted on the
cross, accompanied by that great truth
deeply impressed upon our hearts by the
Holy Spirit, man, through final surrender,
would experience radical transformation.

These thoughts of Jesus Himself lead us
back to the great truths Paul shared in the
fifth chapter of Romans. We have looked at
verses 15-16 in two previous articles; now
let’s move into verses 17-18: 

“For if by the one man’s offense death
reigned through the one, much more those
who receive abundance of grace and of the
gift of righteousness will reign in life
through the One, Jesus Christ” (Romans
5:17, NKJV).
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Once again we see that our loss of
immortality came through Adam’s original
offense; but the good news is that Jesus has
given a gift of righteousness to every
descendent of Adam. Those who receive this
abundant gift of grace and its resultant gift
of righteousness will not just live again, but
will reign in the newness of life.

As we have seen in previous articles, Paul
is here continuing to contrast these four
segments:

In verse 17, he goes further than he has
yet in previous verses.  He not only
mentions God’s unbounded grace and the
free gift of righteousness as a result of that
grace, but he stresses the necessity of
receiving and accepting (surrendering to)
God’s unmerited gifts.

As we have previously seen in John 3,
man’s condition is one of seeing himself as
OK and seeing God as against him. And as
long as we cling to sin rather than receiving
God’s universal gift of righteousness, we will
continue to view Him in this false light. You
see, as long as we cherish sin, we will
continue to be plagued by the feelings of
guilt and condemnation that sin causes.
These feelings prompt us to suspect that
God condemns us.  We interpret our own
guilt and condemnation as a sinister message
from Him so we justify ourselves and feel
that we’re OK—and make Him the
problem. Our suspicions cause us to fear

Him, and failing to see His true compassion,
we try endless tactics to persuade Him to
change His attitude toward us.

We desperately need to see the truth. The
facts of the matter are these: God is not
against us. Our feelings of condemnation do
not come from Him, but arise out of the
reality that He is holy and we are sinful in
contrast. His response to our sin was to
provide us with His free, unbounded grace
and His own precious righteousness. No
change needs to be wrought in Him. The
change needs to be wrought in us. Until we
perceive God’s open-handed, unqualified
provision for us, we will continue our quest
to change Him by whatever tools we may
try. And as we stay focused on changing
Him, we prevent Him from accomplishing
change in us—and from bringing us His
complete freedom from our inner guilt.

This is Paul’s message in the first five
chapters of Romans. Through His grace
God has given the gift of His righteousness
to every member of humanity to take the
place of our guilt-causing sin. This
righteousness effects change in us, not Him!
He doesn’t need to change. He needs no
cleansing from anger, hate or envy. We need
to be cleansed from our sin and from our
own sin-induced feelings of condemnation.
God’s hope is that His gifts of grace and
righteousness will open our hearts’ eyes to
see Him not as our enemy but as the lover
of our souls.  His gift of righteousness has
that potential. Through faith, the gift of His
righteousness has the power to remove our
sense of condemnation, enabling us to
glimpse something of His true character in
saving us from sin’s soul-crushing guilt.
Misunderstanding will give way to trust. His
love will win our hearts. And His free gift of
righteousness will settle a sense of peace and
joy over our beings, leading to life
everlasting. Paul sums up this experience
simply by saying that having received God’s
response to our sin, we will “reign in life.” 

Let’s view Paul’s summary:
“Therefore, as through one man’s offense

The Grace of GodThe Offense of Adam

Death upon All A Gift of Righteousness
upon All
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judgment came to all men, resulting in
condemnation, even so through one Man’s
righteous act the free gift came to all men,
resulting in justification of life” (Romans
5:18, NKJV).

We’ll break it down one more time:

…as through one man’s offense
judgment came to all men, resulting in
condemnation…

We, through Adam’s sin, lost the gift of
inherent immortality. This change in
humanity’s nature made the act of forever
sustaining us in our sinful condition one of
unjust cruelty. Condemnation had now
come upon us and now we must die (see
Genesis 3:22-23). But the story doesn’t end
there.

…so through one Man’s righteous act
the free gift came to all men, resulting in
justification of life.

I want to walk
softly here so as not
to be
misunderstood.
Paul had just
proclaimed in verse
17 the necessity of
receiving what God
has done. It is vital
that we accept by
faith the gift of
righteousness that
God has bestowed
upon this race in the
gift of His Son. The word chosen by
translators in the latter part of verse 18,
however, has lead to much confusion. I am
referring to the word “justification.”
Elsewhere this word is used by Paul to refer
to the change wrought in man through faith
in the gift of God’s righteousness. Yet here
the translators chose the word “justification”
to refer to God’s gift of righteousness that
precedes our faith.  Remember, the four
elements Paul had been discussing in this

context are Adam’s sin, death upon all,
God’s grace, and God’s gift of righteousness
upon all. In verse 18, Paul has not
digressed. He is still talking about these
original four components. Follow closely: 

“Therefore, as through [Adam’s sin]
there came [death upon all] even so
through one [God’s grace] there came to all
men [the gift of righteousness]” (verse 18).

The Greek word translated as
“justification” in verse 18 is dikaiosin. It
simply means “a verdict of righteousness.”
The use of the word “righteousness ” in this
instance, instead of  “justification,” could
have prevented much confusion.  Notice:

• Verse 16 refers to the gift of
righteousness as “justification.” 
• Verse 17 specifies the “gift of
righteousness.” 
• Verse 18 refers once again to
“justification.” 

Again, Paul most often used the word

“justification” to refer to the change
experienced when we follow his counsel in
verse 17 to receive God’s gift of
righteousness. As mentioned previously,
“justification” is the change from unclean,
guilt-ridden condemnation to a sense of
peace, joy, and happiness as a result of
receiving God’s free gift of righteousness.
This is what verse 17 is referring to. Verse
18 simply states the source of this
righteousness, that just as death came upon

God is not against us. Our feelings of condemnation
do not come from Him, but arise out of the reality
that He is holy and we are sinful in contrast. His
response to our sin was to provide us with His free,
unbounded grace and His own precious righteousness.
No change needs to be wrought in Him. The change
needs to be wrought in us.
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all through Adam, a gift of righteousness has come upon all through
Christ. This in no way negates the truth of the previous verse, that
this gift must first be received in order for it to save us from our soul-
destroying sense of guilt.

These verses reflect the two uses for the word “justification” in the
book of Romans. Most often “justification” refers specifically to the
change brought about by receiving God’s gift of righteousness.
Romans 5:18’s use of  “justification” is a less often-used reference to
God’s actual gift of righteousness that, through faith, brings about
this desired change.

(Romans 5:18 calls this gift “justification.”) (Romans 4 calls this change “justification.”)

This confusion in translation can easily be remedied by defining
justification as the change that occurs in us after faith, while still
understanding that God gave every member of the human race a gift
of righteousness to accomplish this change before they ever believed
(Romans 5:17-18).  

Let me emphasize once again that, although God’s righteousness
has been given to all as a gift, that gift cannot produce the
experiential change referred to as “justification” in Romans 4 unless
we first “receive the grace and the gift of righteousness” as Paul
instructed in Romans 5:17.  But know also that had not one single
person ever “received” the gift, the fact would not change that God
has given the gift of righteousness to all in His Son, the Second
Adam, Jesus Christ. God loves us. He wants only to save us from sin’s
soul-crushing guilt.

Dear reader, God has emptied all of heaven into your lap to save
you.  You may have never known this gift belongs to you, but it does.
Your name is written all over it. God loves you. He desires nothing
more than for you to be released from your own weight of
condemnation. Only His righteousness, His perfect life lived out in
your place, will set you free. He wants you to accept the life He lived
out as you to take the place of the life you have lived out for yourself.
He has already given this gift to you. Only one question remains:
Will you receive it?

Faith Change in Us
Gift of

Righteousness


